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ABSTRACT 
 
The impetus for the study reported in this paper is the Higher Education (HE) reform agenda 
outlined by the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). The paper reports on 
phase one of a mixed method research; a quantitative approach using the Multifactor Leadership 
Questionnaire (MLQ) to investigate the Vietnamese HE leaders’ leadership styles. The MLQ 
survey was administered to approximately 190 senior managers in State HE institutions in 
Mekong Delta region in Vietnam (nine of colleges). The psychometrics of the MLQ for the 
Vietnamese sample confirmed the reliability and validity of the instrument with a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.779. A CFA was conducted and all factor structures were stable and consistent. The 
demographic variables were used to analyse patterns of leadership behaviours by the different 
sub-groups. The findings suggest that leaders who have different educational background and 
different gender in Mekong Delta region, Vietnam do not differ significantly in their perceptions 
about leadership factors. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In Vietnam, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) implements the education law 
governing the higher education sector and the State sector of higher education remains 
effectively a part of the State bureaucracy (Dao & Hayden, 2010). All universities and colleges 
in the country are guided by the Education Law (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Hayden & Lam, 2010; 
Pham, 2010), which provides general criteria for the performance of the university. The MOET 
governs the quality of the whole HE education system in Vietnam. Individual universities use 
the Law to develop their own institutional leadership to implement the quality improvement 
guidelines. 
After two decades since the Renovation (Doi Moi) Policy and the adoption of the 2005 
Education Law the Vietnamese higher education (HE) has witnessed a massive growth in the 
State and private universities and colleges (Dao & Hayden, 2010; Oliver et. al, 2006; MOET, 
2005;). Given the rapid expansion confounded by the government lead HE reforms, there has 
been exponential growth in HE service providers. To embrace the government HE reform there 
is need for leaders who appreciate contemporary university leadership practices to help 
implement the Doi Moi and improve the quality of the HE system. Vietnamese HE reform is 
raising questions for many executive leaders in Vietnamese HE, especially the institutional 
leaders. Institutional leaders’ perceptions and leadership styles regarding managing and 
supporting staff are critical for strengthening the Vietnamese HE sector (Basham, 2010; Ngo, 
2010; Tran et al., 2011). Therefore, a research study on HE leadership to support 
implementation of Doi Moi in Vietnamese HE with a focus on State HE institutional leaders and 
their leadership styles/strategies in their institution is reported in the paper. 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
As noted above, the reform of national and institutional governance in Vietnamese HE is 
strongly influenced by HE leaders in their leadership practices. One of the features of leadership 
is noted as leaders preferred ways of performing his/her role. This is often noted as leadership 
styles (Antonakis, Cianciolo and Sternberg, 2004). Every leader has their own leadership style, 
and sometimes there is a combination of styles in their leadership as long as they find the 
appropriateness and effectiveness for their organization (Bass & Avolio, 2004). Currently, many 
leadership styles are being used by different types of organisations and researchers and have 
proved to be effective in their own contexts (Northouse, 2010). To understand how leadership 
maybe operationalized by leaders generally and in particular by Vietnamese HE leaders the 
following section will analyse and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of selected theory and 
note their appropriateness to the Vietnamese HE circumstance.  
Transformational Leadership 
Transformational leadership has captured the attention of many scholars’ interests 
(Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004; Basham, 2010; Northouse, 2010; Sarros & Santora, 
2001), and has emerged as the central model in leadership research. Northouse (2010) defines 
transformational leadership is a process that change and transform people. It is concerned with 
emotions, values, ethics, standards and long-term goals, where the focus on changing human 
values which in turn will change the organisational practices. It is argued that transformational 
leadership is better matched with the need of transforming leaders’ and followers’ beliefs about 
how to provide HE leadership in a rapidly expanding and quality driven reform in the higher 
education sector in Vietnamese. It requires and understanding of the changing workplaces and 
working attitudes to support the reforms. Supporting this above, Avolio (1999) and Bass & 
Avolio (1999a) state that transformational leadership is also concerned with improving the 
performance of followers (staff), and developing followers (staff) to their fullest potential. It is 
different from the contingency theory and transactional leadership; both of which focuses more 
on tasks. Transformational leadership considers investment in human resource to stimulate 
organisation reform, which in turn targets the tasks. In fact, leaders will transform followers by 
engaging in transformational leadership behaviours (Bass, 1985; Sashkin, 2004). 
Additionally, the strengths of transformational leaders include attributes to learn, includes 
having the perspective to see that change is needed and what the consequences may be for 
continuing the same practices (Basham, 2010). Swail (2003, p.12) also supports this statement 
by stating that transformational leaders who develop and communicate a vision and a sense of 
strategy are those who “find clear and workable ways to overcome obstacles and are concerned 
about the quality of the services their organization provides, and inspire other members to do 
likewise.”  For these strengths of transformational leadership, Gous (2003) states that 
transformational leadership is essential in HE, so that continuous adaption can be 
accommodated to meet the constantly changing demand of economic and academic 
environment. This is very applicable to the current development in the HE sector in Vietnam 
where the HE services is being challenged to be more responsive to the labour market demand 
to support economic and social demand of the country. Leaders who encourage and support 
transformational leadership tend to share power, by delegating responsibilities and engaging a 
larger number of stakeholders. They are also willing to learn from others thus establishing 
systems to receive feedback from other within the organisation and including their clients. 
Transformational leaders are sensitive to each team member’s needs for achievement and 
growth. 
In the changes of Vietnamese HE circumstance, the changes are complex and it is not just 
about making instrumental changes but to the whole culture of the HE sector (Dao & Hayden, 
2010). Therefore, transformational leadership seems to be the most appropriate approach for 
State universities leaders to support quality improvement. 
Transactional Leadership 
Northouse (2010, p.181) explains that “transactional leadership differs from 
transformational leadership in that a transactional leader does not individualize the needs of 
subordinates or focus on their personal development”. Instead, transactional leaders exchange 
values with subordinates to advance their own and their subordinates’ agendas—it is very much 
task focused. Transactional leaders are influential because it is in the best interest of 
subordinates to do what the leaders want (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Kuhnert, 1994). Meanwhile, 
Bass (1985) applied Burns' (1978) ideas to organizational management and argues that 
transactional leaders mostly consider how to marginally improve and maintain the quantity and 
quality of performance, how to substitute one goal for another, how to reduce resistance to 
particular actions, and how to implement decisions. They focus on one activity at a time and do 
not have the holistic view. In other words, transactional leadership is the exchange values 
between leaders and followers for the common good which can be disparate goods and not 
cognizant of the bigger issues. A leader is transactional when he/she rewards the followers for 
meeting agreements and standards, or gives penalties for failing in what he/she was supposed to 
have done (Bass, 2008). This type of leaders are often considered for maintaining organisational 
performance rather than being innovative and reforming an organisation.  
Basham (2010) believes that there are both strengths and weaknesses in the transactional 
approach. For instance, although transactional leadership can be described as aiming towards 
exchange of valued outcomes, all exchanges frequently are not equivalent (Dienesch & Liden, 
1986; Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Bass, 2008). In Vietnamese HE, rewarding excellent individuals 
for their contribution strictly follows the MOET’s framework in State colleges and universities. 
As a result, the rewards most of the time are un-equivalent with individual’s contribution. At 
this point, rewarding and punishing norms seem to be out of transactional leaders’ authorities in 
Vietnamese context. 
In the current Vietnamese HE sector, transactional leadership seems to be the most popular 
leadership style, being used by many State institutional leaders, as it is highly structured and the 
leaders are required to manage and implement the State approved mandate. Transactional 
leaders are compliance driven and stick to the MOET prescribe guidelines.  Hence, when issues 
arise that may not be covered in the regulations; it creates confusion for leaders in the State 
sector. They are usually slow in reacting to these situations, and make their sub-ordinates 
dissatisfied. The current extensive use of transactional leadership in the State sector in 
Vietnamese HE seems to be inappropriate for the common goals of reforming and improving 
quality of HE in Vietnam.  
Laissez-faire Leadership 
Different from transformational and transactional leadership, laissez-faire leadership is 
recognized as a passive leadership style. Bass and Avolio (2004) describe laissez-faire 
leadership as a risk, avoidant leadership behaviour. A leader who is described as laissez-faire 
leader, usually avoid getting involved when important issues arise. This type of leaders are often 
absent when needed, and avoid making decision. These leaders frequently delay responding to 
urgent questions as well. Laissez-faire leadership style is also marked as a general failure to take 
responsibility for managing (Eagly et al., 2003). In examining laissez-faire leadership in many 
organizations, Bass and Avolio (2004) found that strong negative associations with 
effectiveness and satisfaction were repeatedly obtained when leaders were rated as frequently 
using a laissez-faire style of leadership. Similarly, Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, (1996) 
did the first meta-analysis of the literature and confirmed the negative effectiveness of laissez-
faire style. Additionally, Foschi (1992, 2000; cited in Eagly et al., 2003) states that leaders, 
especially women leaders, who manifested ineffective styles such as laissez-faire leadership 
may be deselected from leadership more quickly than their male counterparts. This has 
particular implication for the Vietnamese HE sector, which is highly dominated by male leaders.  
Generally, laissez-faire leadership exhibits a frequent absence and lack of involvement 
during critical junctures and lacks any concerted strategic effort. This type of leadership is also 
described as the least effective leadership style and rarely gets supported from followers in their 
organizations.  Dao and Hayden (2010) found that Vietnamese HE leaders of to exhibit laissez-
faire leadership style as they are slow to react, avoid responsibilities, and very hesitant in 
making decision. In the current context of Vietnamese HE, when MOET pilots national HE 
system to common high quality standards with many changes under the reform, laissez-faire 
leadership is inappropriate in stimulating MOET’s strategies to be successful.  
3. METHODOLOGY  
As discussed in the literature review, transformation leadership provides the best option for 
the Vietnamese HE leaders to support the MOET reform. Consequently, this studies research 
question is: To what extent Vietnamese HE leaders in the Mekong Delta are inclined to adopt 
transformational leadership? The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaires (MLQ) is an 
extensively used instrument and is also available in Vietnamese language (Bass & Avolio, 
2004) which is very convenient given that the official language in Vietnam is Vietnamese and 
majority of senior leaders in the HE institutions in Vietnam do not feel comfortable in 
responding to questions in English language.  
Multi-factor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) 
Against the above discussion, the research study explored various leadership instruments 
that captured the factors that were considered necessary for the HE leaders as they navigate the 
reform and expansion of the HE sector in the country. The Multi-factor leadership 
questionnaires (MLQ) constructed by Bass and Avolio, fitted the task best as it aligns with key 
factors in transformational leadership. The MLQ-Short has 9 factors and 36 items. The   factors 
are idealized influence attributed (IIA); idealized influence behaviours (IIB); inspirational 
motivation (IM); intellectual stimulation (IS; individual consideration (IC); contingent reward 
(CR); management-by-exception active (MBEA); management-by-exception passive (MBEP); 
laissez-fair (LF). Each leadership scale comprises of 4 items.   
The MLQ has been tested rigorously to confirm its factor structure. Antonakis (2001) 
confirmed the validity of MLQ by testing a very large pool (N = 6,525) integrated from 18 
independent studies from different cultures. Using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and the 
nine samples of pooled data of 2,154 Bass and Avolio (2004) demonstrate that MLQ is reliably 
measuring each of leadership factors across the initial nine data sets. Apart from Avolio et al. 
(1995, 1999a), Antonakis (2001, p.90) noted that “the newest MLQ has not been tested by 
scholars using CFA on a large independently gathered samples from which generalization can 
be made”.  The psychometrics of the instrument is reported in the methodology section.  Bass 
and Avolio (2004) confirmed that the MLQ scale exhibited high internal consistency and factor 
loadings. As a result, the reliabilities of MLQ has now been confirmed and suggested to be a 
useful tool for future researches in leadership arena. 
Sample  
Nine colleges and universities in Mekong Delta region of Vietnam participated in this study. 
Most of them are three-year and four-year colleges, except for a Medical and Pharmaceutical 
university, which offers six-year programs. The institutions are located mostly in Cantho City, 
and surrounded Provinces in Mekong Delta. A total of 207 senior managers and leaders in State 
colleges and universities took part in the survey of this study. They hold positions of Dean, Vice 
Dean of the Department, Director, Vice Director of the Centre, Head, Vice Head of the Office/ 
Unit, and President, Vice President of the Institution. The leaders who participate in this study. 
Targeting this group is essential as they are the key decision makers; and their leadership style 
and perception of MOET’s principles are keys to making the reform successful. There were 112 
male and 78 female leaders participating in this study. Their educational background varied 
from Bachelor degree (39 participants), to Master degree (121 participants) and Doctoral degree 
(25 participants). Regarding to participants’ experience in leadership position; there were 100 
participants in the early of leaders’ position; so their experience ranges in 1-5 years; 44 leaders 
have 6-10 years of experience in leaders’ position; and the most senior leaders have more than 
10 years. Through screening data, 8.2% of in-complete survey and untrustworthy responses 
were cut off, which left approximately 190 responses in the final sample, calculating at 91.8% 
rate of return.   
Procedure  
This current study used the self-administered and anonymous surveys to collect data. A 
clear instruction and sample items allow respondents to complete the questionnaire without 
supervision. On average, it took approximately thirty to forty five minutes to fully complete the 
survey. The demographics and the MLQ survey were presented in one set of document. That 
way the researcher can readily recognise the survey’s sections to be completed by the same 
participant so that the administration of the data and interpretation about the relationship 
between their leadership and perceptions about leadership factors can be made logically and 
coherently. Screening data thoroughly allowed researcher to cut off non-response and 
untrustworthy data and ensure the data is appropriate for analysis (Tan, 2006).  
Analysis 
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to confirm the validity of the MLQ 
instrument for the new sample; it determines whether the data from the sample confirmed the 
proposed nine-factor model of leadership. The factor structure was confirmed to be stable with 
the new sample, and then a MANOVA was used to analyse how the demographic variables 
interacted with the different factors of leadership. The study explored gender and education 
level to understand how the leadership styles generally and in particular the transformational 
leadership are perceived by the Vietnamese HE leaders.   
3. RESULTS 
The results of the analysis are reported in 2 parts; first the robustness of the MLQ is 
determined through item reliability analysis and MLQ factor internal consistency analysis. The 
overall Cronbach’s alpha was 0.813 whereas; the individual Cronbach’s alpha of each item is all 
over 0.80. As a rule of thumb Cronbach’s alpha above 0.70 is considered satisfactory (George & 
Mallery, 2003). The total variance explained by the MLQ survey was 61.005% with 10 first 
items presented Eigenvalues greater than 1.0. The internal consistency analysis of MLQ at 
factor level was determined by a series of scale reliability. At this level, MLQ survey within 9 
factors presented Cronbach’s alpha at an acceptable rate, ∝ =  .578. Most of MLQ factors (8 
out of 9) present the Cronbach’s alpha over .5, except the inspirational motivation factor, ∝ = 
.495 (see table 2 for more details). At the factor level, there is a strong and significant 
relationship between MLQ factors, except for the two final factors: MBEP and LF; each factor 
has Pearson r value very close to zero and negative.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1: Internal Consistency and Reliability of the MLQ nine-factor survey 
Factors Abbre-
viation 
Number of 
items 
Cronbach’s 
alpha 
Eigenvalue Proportion of 
variance 
explained 
Idealized Influence – Attributed IIA 4 
 
∝ =.510 3.367 37.41% 
Idealized Influence – Behaviour IIB 4 ∝ =.562 1.542 17.13% 
Inspirational Motivation IM 4 ∝ =.495 .842 9.35% 
Intellectual Simulation IS 4 ∝ =.537 .750 8.34% 
Individual Consideration IC 4 ∝ =.525 .667 7.41% 
Contingent Reward CR 4 ∝ =.529 .499 5.55% 
Management-by-Exception-
Active 
MBEA 4 ∝ =.512 .486 5.40% 
Management-by-Exception-
Passive 
MBEP 4 ∝ =.544 .444 4.93% 
Laissez-faire LF 4 ∝ =.774 .402 4.47% 
 
Second, a MANOVA within the subscales of demographic data constituted the independent 
variables, including gender and education effects. A one-way multivariate analysis of variance 
was conducted to identify the impact of gender and education on MLQ factors. Pillai’s trace 
statistic was used to analyze the violations of homogeneity of variance (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2006). Insignificant differences were found for gender and education on all MLQ factors, which 
are shown in Table 2. The partial eta square values indicate that only 6.1% and 5.6% of the 
variance in MLQ factors were accounted by gender and education respectively. However, the 
observed power indicates that there are 37.8% and 21.7% chance for gender and education 
respectively to be different significantly on MLQ factors. 
 
Table 2 the Multivariate Analysis of Variance Test of Demographic Data on MLQ factors 
Effects Pillai’s 
Trace Value 
F Value Hypothesis 
df 
Error 
df 
Significance Partial Eta 
Square 
Observed 
power 
Gender .061 1.29 9.0 180 .241 .061 .622 
Education .112 1.15 18.0 350 .302 .056 .793 
4. DISCUSSION 
The analysis validated the suitability of the MLQ survey for use in Vietnamese HE context 
to analyse leadership attributes. The psychometrics of the MLQ for the Vietnamese sample, as 
reported above, confirmed the reliability and validity of the instrument. Then, the study also 
analysed if the demographic variables, gender and education has any effect on the MLQ factors.  
As stated above, a one-way MANOVA was conducted to test the hypothesis that there 
would be a significant difference between gender (male, female), education (Bachelors, 
Masters, Doctors) or the nine factor of the MLQ. The gender analysis revealed that significant 
difference was found for the Idealized Individual Attributed factor (p value < .05), but all other 
8 factors did not show any significant difference. A statistically non-significant MANOVA 
effect was obtained, Pillais’ Trace = .061, F (9, 180) = 1.29, p > .05. The multivariate effect size 
was estimated at .622, which implies that 62.2% of the variance in the canonically derived 
dependent variable was accounted for by gender. Therefore, it is possible to suggest that gender 
variable does not influence Vietnamese HE leaders in their perspectives about leadership in 
Mekong Delta region of Vietnam. This is different to Rohmann and Rowold (2009) findings 
that female leaders were perceived as exhibiting more transformational leadership behavior than 
male leaders. Vietnamese male and female leaders in this study do not differ in their leadership 
perspectives. Alhourani (2013) had the same findings in her study about Leadership 
effectiveness of university Deans in Lebanon and Egypt: A study of gender and leadership style, 
in which she concluded that there was no significant difference between male and female 
leaders in the three universities in Lebanon and Egypt.  The attribute of this lack of difference is 
the small and unequal sample size (N = 190). Creswell (2013) suggests that a larger sample size 
with a more representative sample could present significant information statistically. In 
addition, the recent urbanisation and increasing education level of females in Vietnam could 
have influenced the results. The traditional view that Vietnamese woman are less capable may 
not be true anymore (Druskat, 1994; Rohmann & Rowold, 2009).  
The second demographic variable considered in the analysis was level of education. This 
involved three categories of education: Bachelors, Masters, and Doctoral degree. Examining 
their educational background to find whether demographic variable education influence leaders 
regarding how they perceived their leadership style. The homogeneity of variance assumption 
was considered satisfied for education variable, even though one of the nine factors Intellectual 
Motivation was statistically significant (p < .05). As shown in table 2, a statistically non-
significant MANOVA effect was obtained, Pillais’ Trace = .112, F (18, 350) = 1.15, p > .05. 
The multivariate effect size was estimated at .793, which implies that 79.3.0% of the variance in 
the canonically derived dependent variable was accounted for by educational level. The current 
study did not find any significant variance in their perspectives for 8 factors. This can be 
explained as the differential higher educational background may be influenced by other factors 
such as stakeholders, university councils and but deputies who may have different level of 
education compared to their superiors. Additionally, it is believed that effective leadership 
should comprise of many characteristics which inclined to charismatic and transformational 
leadership, including being considerate, treating staffs fairly with integrity, etc. (Bryman, 2007). 
Their education level might help in their leadership vision, but not strongly influence on their 
leadership style, especially in the context of Vietnamese HE.  
5. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
The current study illustrated that the psychometrics of the MLQ for the Vietnamese HE 
leaders sample confirmed the reliability and validity of the instrument at both items level (36 
items) and factors level (nine factors). Furthermore, the study also concludes that using the 
MLQ nine-factor of Vietnamese leaders, no significant difference was found between the 
demographic variable gender and level of education. Although variance on one factor of each of 
the above demographic variables was found, it does not have much influence on the overall 
Vietnamese leaders’ perspectives on their leadership styles.  
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